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People are less generous towards the victim of a misfortune when the misfortune is controllable by the victim (vs. uncontrollable). We

investigate how generosity toward controllable misfortunes is increased, and show that charitable requests that exclude a victim’s

personal information and promote donors’ deliberation will increase giving to controllable misfortunes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Causal controllability is the degree to which an observer of 

another person’s misfortune perceives that misfortune to be the 
fault or responsibility of the person in need of help. When a person 
encounters another in need of help, the person spontaneously judges 
the causal controllability (Weiner 1985). When the need is caused 
by an uncontrollable circumstance, sympathy is elicited, and the 
perceiver is likely to help the victim; in contrast, when the need is 
caused by a controllable circumstance, anger and blame are evoked, 
and the perceiver is likely to withhold help giving (Weiner 1980). 
Based on this theory, a nonprofit organization’s message is likely to 
be more effective if it communicates uncontrollability of the need. 
However, social causes that nonprofit organizations attempt to aid 
are not always uncontrollable. For example, causes having a mental-
behavioral origin such as drug abuse and obesity are considered 
to be controllable (Weiner, Perry, and Magnusson 1988), and it is 
difficult to solicit donations for those causes because they tend to 
elicit perceivers’ anger and blame toward the victims. How can we 
decrease people’s negative evaluations toward the victim of the 
controllable misfortune and increase people’s willingness to help 
the victim? Drawing on the literature of the identifiable victim effect 
(Small and Loewenstein 2003) and the feeling- versus deliberation-
based mode of processing (Hsee and Rottenstreich 2004), we 
propose that when a cause is construed as controllable, a charitable 
request that excludes the victim’s personal information and evokes a 
potential donor’s cognitive deliberation will increase donations. 

The identifiable victim effect refers to people’s greater 
helpfulness towards a personalized, single victim compared to 
an abstract, unidentified victim (Small and Loewenstein 2003). 
Research has shown that a perceiver’s affective reaction, whether 
it is sympathy or anger, is stronger toward an identified person (i.e., 
when the victim’s information such as a photo and name is available 
for the perceiver) than toward an unidentified person (Small and 
Loewenstein 2005). In order to lessen a perceiver’s negative reaction 
toward the victim of a controllable misfortune, exclusion of the 
victim’s personal information will result in not only the lesser degree 
of negative reaction, but also an increased opportunity to deliberate 
upon the controllable misfortune. Deliberation will yield the donor’s 
consideration of the misfortune in a broader scope (Hsee and 
Rottenstreich 2004), and the donor’s perception of the misfortune as 
stemming from a societal failure rather than from individual failures 
(Piff et al. 2010), increasing the donor’s concern for welfare of the 
victim and help giving. 

Hypothesis 1: People are more likely to donate to help an un-
identified victim of a controllable misfortune 
than an identified victim of the same misfortune 
when people’s deliberation is high. Victim iden-
tifiability will not affect people’s donation deci-
sions when their deliberation is low. 

Hypothesis 2: Sympathy will mediate the effect of victim identi-
fiability and deliberation on donations to a con-
trollable misfortune.

Study 1 (N=165) tests hypothesis 1, and also replicates the 
finding of Small et al. (2007). Participants first read a fictitious 
donation request from a nonprofit organization that provides medical 
care and support for the victims of severe car accidents. The request 
manipulated the levels of causal controllability, victim identifiability, 
and deliberation. Participants then indicated how much they would 
be willing to donate to the organization. The result of a 2 (victim 
identifiability) x 2 (deliberation) ANOVA predicting a donation 
amount revealed the significant interaction effect both in the low 
controllability condition (F (1, 80) = 3.83, p < .05), and in the high 
controllability condition (F (1, 75) = 4.58, p < .05). The result in 
the low controllability condition replicated that of the Small et al. 
study (2007) such that in the low deliberation condition, participants 
in the high victim identifiability condition donated more than those 
in the low victim identifiability condition (Mhigh identifiability = 2.19, 
Mlow identifiability = .94, p < .05). Donation did not differ in the high 
deliberation condition (Mhigh identifiability = .94, Mlow identifiability = 1.17, 
NS). Importantly, the ANOVA result in the high controllability 
condition supported hypothesis 1. In the high deliberation condition, 
participants donated more when the victim identifiability was low 
than when it was high (Mhigh identifiability = .53; Mlow identifiability = 1.58, p < 
.05). Donation did not differ in the low deliberation condition (Mhigh 

identifiability = .52; Mlow identifiability = .32, NS). Among participants in the 
low victim identifiability condition, participants who read statistics 
donated more than those who did not (p < .05). 

Study 2 (N=83) examines the mediating role of sympathy 
(hypothesis 2). The design and procedure were similar to study 1. 
The differences were that we eliminated the victim’s photo from 
the description of the identifiable victim, measured participants’ 
sympathetic response, and used only the controllable misfortune 
condition. After reading a donation request, participants indicated 
the amount of donation and the extent to which they felt sympathetic 
toward the victim. The same ANOVA as in study 1 revealed 
the significant two-way interaction (F (1, 78) = 5.47, p < .05). 
Supporting hypothesis 2, the bootstrapping mediation analysis 
showed that the conditional indirect effect of victim identifiability 
on donation was significantly mediated by sympathy in the high-
deliberation condition (β = -.38; 95% CI: -.99, -.08), but not in the 
low-deliberation condition. 

Study 3 (N=73) increases validity of the findings in the 
previous studies using the different method to manipulate the degree 
of deliberation. The design and procedure were identical to study 
2, except that the degree of deliberation was manipulated with 
a priming task. We first primed participants’ modes of processing 
information, either deliberation-based or affect-based (Hsee and 
Rottenstreich 2004). Then participants read the donation request, and 
indicated their sympathetic response and donation amount. With the 
same analyses as in study 2, the result supported hypothesis 1 (F (1, 
68) = 8.68, p < .01) and hypothesis 2 (β = -.51; 95% CI: -1.21, -.17). 

This research contributes to the literature of the identifiable victim 
effect by demonstrating the moderating role of causal controllability 
on that effect. Our results show that the conventional belief is only 
true when people perceive the misfortune to be uncontrollable. 
Although deliberation is often discouraged in charitable appeals, 
when it comes to a controllable misfortune, deliberation can 
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effectively lead to sympathy and increases donations. This paper 
also contributes on a practical level to nonprofit organizations that 
support controllable misfortunes by suggesting communication 
methods that reduce the negative evaluations from the perception of 
high controllability without losing the opportunity to communicate 
preventability of the misfortune. 
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